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Shea: Interpretations of Prochecy
W I L L I A M
H.
S H E A

*

INTERPRETATIONS
OF PROPHECY
Judge: Ladies and gentlemen o f the jury,
prayerfully, intelligently examine the evidence.

P

You'll he asked fo r your verdict.
which sees the prophecies as fulfilled
in the past— those of Daniel in the
time of Antiochas Epiphanes (second century B.C.). And John’s Revelation in the time of the Caesars of
Imperial Rome (first century A.D.).
Second, futurism: The bulk of these
prophecies await fulfillment at the
very end o f time. Third, historicism:
These prophecies have been and are
being fulfilled on a continuum from
the time of the prophet to the present and on into the future. A fourth
method, idealism, sees no connection of prophecy with history. Ideal-*

ick three intelligent churchgoers— say, a Presbyterian, a
Methodist, and a Seventh-day
Adventist. Open a Bible to the
prophecies of Daniel or those
of the Revelator, ask the meanings,
and you’re likely to get three different answers.
Why? Basically because the
churchgoers are using different interpretative methods. All will use
both Bible and history to buttress
their viewpoint. Only one can be
right. How can we tell which?
Let’s begin by examining the
three leading interpretive approaches to understanding what
theologians call apocalyptic judgment prophecies. First, preterism,

*William H. Shea, a form er member
o f the Biblical Research Institute, is
retired in Red Bluff, California.
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ists look for spiritual lessons. Since
this view is not widely held, we can
dispense with it and concentrate on
the three leading methods o f
prophetic interpretation. Adventists
champion historicism — not, it
should be noted, because they originated it; but rather because it was
the common approach to interpreting apocalyptic judgment prophecies from the time of the Reformation to the first half o f the 19th century. At that time, the consensus of
the centuries evaporated; evangelical scholars slipped into futurism,
while critical scholars adopted
preterism. Adventists alone continued faithful to the historicist approach.
How do the interpretations differ? And what’s at stake in the differences? Let’s seek the answers first in
the purported sequence o f the great
M editerranean kingdoms in the
prophecies of Daniel 2, 7, 8, and 11.

the English deist who wrote on
Daniel in 1737, that sequence has
been modified to Babylon, Media,
Persia, and Greece.
In seeking the right interpretation on this issue, we need not get
involved in historical arguments.
Instead, we can simply examine the
Book of Daniel to see whether it
makes sufficient room for a separate
Median kingdom. Let’s look at three
bits of evidence:
1. According to the preterist theory, in Daniel 6 the prophet mistakenly identifies Darius the Mede as
the ruler o f a Median kingdom. But
the text itself has the courtiers who
hate Daniel referring to the “law of
the Medes and the Persians, which
cannot be revoked’” (Dan. 6:8, 12,
15, NASB). I f Darius was the ruler o f

a separate Median kingdom, the reference to the laws o f the Persians
would be superfluous.
2. Further evidence against the
preterist interpretation turns up in
chapter 5, which describes events of
the night Daniel interpreted the
handwriting on the wall to Belshazzar, and Babylon fell to the Persians.
Translating the com m unication
from God, Daniel identifies the
word peres as referring to Belshazzar’s kingdom being divided and
given to the Medes and the Persians.

Judge: Ladies and gentleman o f
the jury, you may take notes.
Historicist: Identifies them as
Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece, and
Rome.
Futurist: All to be fulfilled at the
end of time.
Preterist: In its original form, as
advocated by Porphyry in the fifth
century A.D., the sequence was
Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece I, and
Greece II. From the time of Collins,

There is no mistaking that these two
groups were contemporaries. And
that there was no separate Median
kingdom. And, further, no mistaking
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Antiochus had some initial success on a campaign

to the south: he conquered the east half of the delta of Egypt
in 168 B.C. However, in 167, when he came back to
complete his conquest of Egypt, he was turned back not by an
army, but by one ambassador from Rome, which, in turn,
conquered Egypt in 31 B.C.

that Daniel knew well who Darius
was.

Judge: So there you have further
evidence against preterism , ladies
3.
The final point from the text and gentlemen o f the jury. It is proved
itself has to do with the prophetic
faulty by the text itself. In the followsymbol of the ram in Daniel 8. That
ing argumenty you will hear evidence
ram was one indivisible animal, not
against one Antiochus IV Epiphanes.
two. It did have, however, two
He is a king, but you must not make
horns. One was higher than the
your decision based on a title. Evaluother, and the one that ended up
ate the evidence fairlyy with only one
higher came up later. These two
concern: to arrive at the truth.
horns on the beast are identified in
the text: “‘The two-horned ram that
you saw represents the kings of
Media and Persia” (vs. 20, NIV).
On the evidence o f the historical
episodes immediately preceding—
(1) the fall of Babylon in Daniel 5,
(2) following the fall o f Babylon
in Daniel 6;
(3) and o f the prophetic symbol
for the succeeding kingdom in
Daniel 8; the second kingdom in the

The Little Horn o f Daniel 7 and 8
The second major disagreement
between historicists on the one
hand, and preterists and futurists on
the other, has to do with the historical identification of the little horn.
Historicists identify this prophetic
symbol as the second spiritual phase
o f Rome because it comes out of
Rome and carries out religious
actions. Preterists identify this
prophetic symbol as Antiochus IV
Epiphanes, the Greek king of Syria,
who ruled from 175 B.C. to 164 B.C.
Futurists accept that identification,
but they hold that Antiochus was
only a type of the literal Antichrist

sequence should be identified as the
unified kingdom o f Medo-Persia. The
preterist sequence is incorrect, and
the historicist sequence is correct.
Thus, the fourth kingdom in this
sequence is not Greece; it is Rome.
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8, however, says that the Greek goat
magnified himself “exceedingly” In
chapter 8:10, Daniel says this goat
grew until it reached even “up to the
host of heaven.” This description fits
well with the transitions from Persia
to Greece to Antiochus Epiphanes, a
rather small and insignificant king
who ruled only a small piece of the
Mediterranean empire, and that for
a short time.
5.
The little horn, says Daniel
(8:9), “grew exceedingly great toward the south, toward the east, and
toward the Glorious Land” (NKJV).
Antiochus had some initial success
on a campaign to the south: He conquered the east half of the delta of
Egypt in 168 B.C. However, in 167,
when he came back to complete his
conquest of Egypt, he was turned
back not by an army, but by one
ambassador from Rome, which, in
turn, conquered Egypt in 31 B.C.
Again, he enjoyed some early success during his final eastern campaign, during which he died. He had
no success with the “glorious land”
of Judea. He did not conquer it;
rather, it belonged to his kingdom
when he came to the throne. By his
persecutions of Judea, he precipitated the Maccabean revolt that led
to the independence of Judea. Rome,
however, conquered Judea during
the campaign on which Pompey
conquered Syria, in 63 B.C.
Thus it would take a wild stretch
of the imagination to credit Anti-

who will come at the end of the
world.
What are the features of this little
horn that help to identify it historically? In this case, I’ll submit five
pieces of evidence, which in their
totality will, I believe, verify the conclusions drawn by historicists.
1. If the fourth beast in Daniel 7
is Rome, then the little horn that
comes out o f it should follow after
the period o f Imperial Rome. Antiochus came out of the third beast,
the leopard that represents Greece.
2. In Daniel 7, the little horn
makes its appearance only after the
10 main divisions o f the Roman
Empire have emerged. Those divisions developed only in the fifth and
sixth centuries A.D., whereas Antiochus IV ruled in the second century B.C.
3. In Daniel 8, the little horn
emerges at “the latter period of their
rule” (vs. 23, NASB), that is, at the
latter end of the four divisions of
Alexander’s empire. Antiochus IV
was the eighth in a line of 20 kings of
the Seleucid dynasty, both numerically and chronologically. Rome fits
the specification perfectly since it
picked of each one of the four horns
of the divided Greek empire, in 168,
133, 63, and 31 B.C. respectively.
4. There is a difference in the
magnitude the prophet ascribes to
the Persian ram and the Greek goat.
Daniel 8:4 says that the Persian ram
“magnified himself” (NASB). Verse
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ochus with the mighty conquests
necessary to fulfill the schema envisioned by the preterists. Their bestcase scenario could credit him with
fulfilling the prophetic predictions
of conquest only poorly or not at
all. To the contrary, Rome fulfills
them completely.

2. Sym bolic tim e units. The
“time” in Daniel 7:25 is not a normal unit o f time. It must be interpreted as a year on the basis of
Daniel 4:16 and 32. The usual Aramaic and Hebrew word for “year”
differs from the terms used in
Daniel 7:25 and 8:14. Neither is an
evening-morning (8:14); a normal
Judge: Ladies and gentlemen , the
unit of time. This term was never
foregoing is not an exhaustive study
used in normal timekeeping in
o f the little horn in the Book o f
ancient Israel.
Daniel. The advocate has summa3. Symbolic numbers. Seventy
rized a much longer study to provide
weeks is not a normal way in which
salient details that indicate the little
to identify that literal unit of time.
horn o f Daniel 7 and 8 is not AntiOne would ordinarily say a year and
ochus Epiphanesy but rather the spira half. The same can be said of the
itual and religious phase o f Rome.
1260 days and 42 months of RevelaThe follow ing evidence concerns
tion 11-13 and the 2300 days of
timey a critical factor in this case.
Daniel 8:14. One would more normally say three and one-half years
Prophetic Time
or six years and three and a half
The third issue that divides hismonths for those periods.
toricists from preterists and futur4. Exceptionally short periods.
ists is the matter o f prophetic time.
The 10 days that the church of
Preterists hold that the time stated
Pergamum was to experience persecution would seem almost absurd
in apocalyptic prophecies is literal
and occurred in the past. Futurists
on a literal basis (Rev. 2:10). On the
believe the time is literal but that it
other hand, using the day-for-a-year
rule, it fits exceptionally well with
will occur in the future. Historicists
believe the prophetic time in the
the Diocletian persecution from 303
prophecies to be symbolic and
to 313.
5. Literal time cannot encomlargely fulfilled though time. Folpass these events: The 70 weeks of
lowing are the arguments for each
Daniel 9 were to provide time for
position.
1.
Sym bolic context. Time the Jews to return to Judea, to build
up their city and temple, and, later,
prophecies use symbols— beasts
for the Messiah to come. It is imposand horns and their actions. Symsible to accomplish all this in a litbolic time fits best in that context.
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I f literal time doesn’t fit, how are we to determine the

measure of symbolic time? The answer is to be found in
Numbers 14:34 and Ezekiel 4:6: a day fo r a year. Actually, the
year-day principle is taught right in the Book of Daniel: to
verify, compare the 2300 days of Daniel 8:14 with
the years o f Daniel 11:1, 8, and 13.

eral year and a half. Proponents of
other theories have sought to avoid
this conclusion by translating the
word shabua as a “seven” rather than
a “week.” All comparative linguistics
in the Old Testament run contrary
to this errant translation.
6. Using a literal base, no good
connections have been found for
these periods. The six years and
three and a half months of the 2300
days of Daniel 8 do not fit anything
in Antiochus’ career. Dividing this
period into 1150 days does not help;
the period still does not fit the exact
three years of the Book of 1 Maccabees for the desecration of the
partially restored temple.
7. If literal time doesn’t fit, how
are we to determine the measure of
symbolic time? The answer is to be
found in Numbers 14:34 and Ezekiel
4:6: a day for a year. Actually, the
year-day principle is taught right in
the Book of Daniel: to verify, compare the 2300 days of Daniel 8:14
with the years of Daniel 11:1,8, and
13. These verses refer to actions of

the Ptolemies and the Seleucids that
took place under the overarching
rubric of the 2300 days of Daniel 8.
Daniel 11 is the interpretation of
Daniel 8, not just in respect to kings
and kingdoms but also to interpretation of prophetic time.
Judge: I feel it is wise to pause and
summarize the evidence that has been
presented. This interlude will be fo llowed by evidence having to do with
time. It is critical to the case and will
demand your closest attention.
The historicist interpretation of
apocalyptic prophecies o f Daniel
and Revelation rests upon a sound
basis with regard to these three central issues. The best evidence from
the text o f Daniel itself is that the
sequence was Babylon, Medo-Persia, Greece, and Rome. The symbol
o f the little horn fits best with
Rome, not Antiochus Epiphanes,
and Jesus himself put the fulfillment o f its actions into the future
from his time (Matt. 24:15, 16).
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Think of the prophecy in Daniel 7-9 as a rainbow; one end
resting upon the rebuilding of the city o f Jerusalem in the
Persian period; the other on the coming o f the Messiah in the
Roman period. Some five centuries stretch between these two
ends (70 weeks x 7 day-years each = 490 historical years).

Nor is there a gap in the parallel
prophecy o f the 70 years of Babylonian captivity that is mentioned at the
beginning o f Daniel 9.
The preterist position concludes
this prophecy with Antiochus
Epiphanes in 165 B.C. But this interpretation is based upon dividing up
the title o f Messiah Prince among
three persons (Cyrus, Onias III, and
Antiochus). Among other problems
with this interpretation, the periods
do not fit in the preterist position
(593 B.C. to 165 B.C.).
The historicist view advocated
here begins this time prophecy with
the decree of Artaxerxes I to Ezra in
the seventh year (Ezra 7:8). The previous decrees of Cyrus (Ezra 1) dealt
only with the temple. The prophecy
of Daniel 9:25 deals specifically with
the rebuilding of the city of Jerusalem. The historical commencement
of this sequence is described in Ezra
4:11-13, but it was interrupted by the
western governors (Ezra 4:11-22).
Calculating the seventh year of Artaxerxes according to the Jewish fallto-fall calender starts the 70 weeks of

Apocalyptic time is best interpreted
as symbolic, and those symbolic
times are best interpreted on the
basis that one prophetic day is fulfilled in one historical year. From
these basic principles o f interpretation, we can proceed to determine
where the subject o f judgment fits
in the sequence o f these prophecies.
Judgment: Lost in Time?
Think o f the prophecy in Daniel
7-9 as a rainbow; one end resting
upon the rebuilding o f the city of
Jerusalem in the Persian period; the
other on the coming of the Messiah
in the Roman period. Some five centuries stretch between these two
ends (70 weeks x 7 day-years each =
490 historical years).
The futurist position on this
prophecy sees it stretching to the
Messiah but then cuts off the 70th
week and transposes it to the end of
time. Thus, a gap of almost 2,000
years lies between the 69th week and
the 70th. But the whole equals the
sum o f its parts: (62 + 7 + 1 = 70)
and this leaves no room for a gap.
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Daniel 9 between the fall of 458 B.C.
and the fall of 457 B.C. From that
point 483 years (7 + 62 x 7), brings
the prophecy of the appearance of the
Messiah in A.D. 27, the year of the
baptism of Jesus of Nazareth. As the
Messiah, Jesus was “cut off” (Dan.
9:26) in the midst of the 70th and last
week (Dan. 9:27), or A.D. 30/31.

verse 24. Mishnaic evidence strongly
supports the translation “cut,” over
the more com m on “determine,
decree.” Thus the 70 weeks of Daniel
9 are cut off from the longer period
o f Daniel 8, the 2300 evening-mornings o f 8:14. The 70 weeks o f Daniel
9 thus provide the starting point for
the 2300 days of Daniel 8.

What Was the Messiah to Accomplish? The Answer:
1. He would make the great final
“atonement for iniquity” (Dan.
9:24).
2. That atonement would “bring
in everlasting righteousness” (vs. 24,
NKJV).
3. He was to be “cut o ff” (killed)
by someone other than himself (vs.
26).
4. By his work, he would make
the great final offer o f the old
covenant to Israel (vs. 27).
5. By his death, he would bring an
end to the significance of the Old
Testament sacrifices (vs. 27).
All these features were fulfilled in
the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus o f Nazareth. Taken
together, these features may be summarized in one word picture about
him: Daniel 9 presents the Messiah
as Sacrifice.
The links between this prophecy
and the preceding one in Daniel 8
are found in the connection made by
Gabriel in Daniel 9:23 and the verb
chatak , “to cut” at the beginning of

Judge: Ladies and gentlemen o f the
juryy it's time for a comfort break.
Court will continue in 20 minutes.
Please do not discuss the evidence thus
fa r presented. . . .
[20 minutes later; court standing]
Ladies and gentlemen , you may be

seated. You all look refreshed. The attorneys, I believe , were about to
emphasize that the 70 weeks o f Daniel
9 provide the starting point for the
2300 days in Daniel 8. Proceed, gentlemen.
Having determined that the 70
weeks of Daniel provide the starting
point for the 2300 days of Daniel 8,
let us continue by noting that animals in Daniels visions, and their
features, point to specific kingdoms.
The ram is Medo-Persia (8:1-4, 20).
The goat represents Greece (8:5-8,
21). The four horns that came out of
the head of the goat were the four
main divisions of Alexanders empire. A new power then comes upon
the scene under the symbol of the
fifth, or little horn. In its historical
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phase, this symbol represents the
conquests o f Imperial Rome in verse
9— “to the east” (168, 133 B.C.), to
the “south” (31 B.C.), and the “Glorious Land” (Judea with Syria in 63
B.C.).
Then a prophetic picture o f
Rome emerges with the little horn
represented as interfering with the
heavenly ministry of the Prince (the
tamad or “daily, continual”) and
casting his sanctuary down to the
Earth (Hebrew: shalak) in verse 11.
By this symbolic action, the prophecy indicates that this early power
would attempt to divert the attention of humanity from the true High
Priest in heaven to an earthly substitute.
How long was this state o f affairs
to continue? The answer given in
verse 14 is for 2300 evening-mornings, or days, and then the sanctuary
would be “cleansed.” The Hebrew
word used here is not taker , the normal word for “cleanse,” but a passive
form of tsadaq , “to be right, make
right, make righteous, restore, vindicate.” This word includes the idea of
cleansing but is much broader. It
expresses all the restorative things
that will happen to the sanctuary at
that time. Symbolically, it will be
restored to its rightful Person, its
rightful place, and its purified state.
It will be made evident that the sanctuary has been righteous in all its
heavenly work, which will be vindicated along with all the true saints

who have worshiped there by faith.
Pause on this thought: It takes

divine judgment to highlight the distinction between the true heavenly
high priest and his ministry in the
true heavenly sanctuary ; in contrast
to all earthly substitutes. Though
God takes into account the knowledge, light, and conscience of each
human being, this judgment that
begins at the end of the 2300 days
will clarify where the true plan of
salvation operated from and what its
results have been.
Since the Prince of heaven functions as a priest in the temple here,
he is best identified as the Messiah,
the priest.
The judgment explained verbally
to Daniel in this prophecy was
shown to him in chapter 7. There is,
then, a connection between both
Daniel 9 and 8, and between Daniel
8 and 7. Let’s examine chapter 7.
The March o f Nations
This prophecy demonstrates the
fourfold symbolic march o f the
nations under the figures o f the lion,
the bear, the leopard, and the nondescript beast. These have been identified above as Babylon, Medo-Persia,
Greece, and Rome. Then comes the
breakup of Imperial Rome, represented by the 10 horns (7:7). Following this, the same little horn seen in
Daniel 8 appears. The distinction
between the political and religious
phase of Rome is all the more clear
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This heavenly judgment begins with a view of God the

Father, known here as the Ancient o f Days, coming into the
judgment hall in heaven in his fiery chariot and taking
his place upon his fiery throne. All the angelic host are gathered before him. Then uthe court sat in judgment and the
books were opened” (vs. 10, NRSV).

here, where they are shown with separate symbols.
The distinctly religious actions
o f the little horn are identified in
Daniel 7:8, 21, and 25. These
actions are spread over more than a
millennium o f historical time, the
three and a half times, or symbolic
years, o f Daniel 7:25 and the 42
months o f Revelation 11:2 and 13:5.
This period o f the medieval papacy
extended from the transition o f
Imperial Rome to medieval Rome
in the sixth century A.D. to the end
o f the 18th century, when Pius VI
was deposed by the French army
under General Berthier.
At some point after that period, a
heavenly court was to convene. The
commencement o f this heavenly
judgment is shown to the prophet in
Daniel 7:9, 10, and its conclusion in
Daniel 7:13 and 14. In addition, this
judgment is referred to in Daniel
7:22 and 7:26.
This heavenly judgment begins
with a view o f God the Father,
known here as the Ancient of Days,

coming into the judgment hall in
heaven in his fiery chariot and taking his place upon his fiery throne.
All the angelic host are gathered
before him. Then “the court sat in
judgment and the books were
opened” (vs. 10, NRSV). We do not
know the precise nature of these
heavenly records (or “scrolls”), but
we do know that records are considered by this heavenly tribunal.
Check out the text, and you’ll find
an interval during which the prophet s eyes are directed to scenes on
Earth (Dan. 7:11, 12). When he
looks back to heaven again, he sees
the conclusion o f the judgment,
when “One like a Son of man” (God
the Son) comes to God the Father—
also called “the Ancient of Days”
(NASB). The prophet sees him
receive “dominion and glory and a
kingdom, That all peoples, nations
and languages should serve Him”
(Dan. 7:14, NKJV).
Judge: We now approach the end
o f this case. Vm aware that it touches
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Seventh-day Adventists fully accept the principle stated so

often in the creeds of the historic Protestant churches:
When Christ returns to Earthy he comes to judge the quick
and the dead. We add only one further biblical principle: The
inheritance he brings at that time has been decided upon
by a pre-advent judgment in heaven.

third group— from which the Seventh-day Adventist Church developed— said that the date was correct, but the event was wrong. When
this group re-examined Daniel 7:914, they saw more correctly that
these verses depicted a heavenly
rather than an earthly event.
Further study showed that it is
after that event concludes that “One
like a Son of Man” will come to
Earth. Revelation 14:14 uses the
same phrase to identify Christ as he
descends at his second coming. This
event, according to Daniel 7:13, 14,
immediately follows the conclusion
o f the heavenly judgment. When
Christ comes for the saints of all the
ages, then “the kingdom and dominion, And the greatness o f the kingdoms under the whole heaven, Shall
be given to the saints o f the Most
High” (Dan. 7:27, NKJV). Revelation
14:14 links Daniel 7:13 and 14 with
Daniel 7:27.
Thus the prophetic scriptures
point us to the time when the saints
shall receive their reward: the inher-

the lives o f many o f you here. In fact ,
the evidence set before you may determine your very future. You will want
to weigh the evidence fairly and
prayerfully. In a recent case involving
a requested death sentence, many o f
the jurors spent the night before their
decision in prayer. I believe the decision before you calls for no less commitment to truth on your part. My
prayers go with you.
When Michael Stands Up
The M illerite predecessors o f
Seventh-day Adventists interpreted
this prophetic view as a depiction of
the second coming o f Christ to
cleanse the earth by fire. After the
“Great D isappointm ent” o f their
hopes for the return o f Christ on
October 22, 1844, that group broke
into three main segments. One
group gave up their faith and melted
into the background o f broken
hopes. A second group said that the
event was right, but the date was
wrong. They went off into the fertile
ground of further date setting. A
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priest must have his sacrifice to offer.
Christ did that when he offered up
himself. That sacrifice is described in
prophetic detail in Daniel 9.

itance to which the New Testament
refers. As Revelation 22:12 assures
the saints, when Christ comes, the
reward decided upon during the
final judgment is with him. The
“books” o f Daniel 7:10 have yielded
to the “book” of Daniel 12:1— “‘At
that time [when Michael stands up]
your people shall be delivered. Every
one who is found written in the
book’” (NKJV). Here we read the
Old Testaments equivalent of the
Lambs book o f life that is referred to
in Revelation 5:1-9; 17:8; 20:12-15;
and 21:27.
The biblical depiction of the Son
o f Man receiving the kingdom does
not mean that he was not previously
the king over his spiritual kingdom.
It means only that now, in a new and
special way, he comes to take the
final physical possession of his kingdom, into which he will welcome his
saints.
Still, stunned by the majestic
prophetic pictures that captivate us,
we may ask, “Who is this person, and
how did he get to be king of the universe forever and ever?” Daniel 8
gives us part of the answer: Every

Seventh-day Adventists fully accept the principle stated so often in
the creeds o f the historic Protestant
churches: When Christ returns to
Earth, he comes to judge the quick
and the dead. We add only one further biblical principle: The inheritance he brings at that time has been
decided upon by a pre-advent judgment in heaven. Ultimately, the way
in which we decide for or against
Christ will determine what kind of
inheritance he will bring for us when
he comes.
Judge: Ladies and gentlemen o f the
jury ; you have heard the evidence.
Review it carefully and prayerfully. At
stake are not only the men and
women who hold faulty views o f
prophetic interpretation. O f those
who knoWy much is required. As I have
emphasized , your life may depend on
your decision. Judgment approaches.
Ladies and gentlemen o f the juryy
□
have you reached a decision?
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